
Landscape context 
of the Plateau de Saclay  
and the Santa Clara Valley

In the Santa Clara Valley of California, as for the Plateau de Saclay, the increase in urban sprawl has been accompanied 
by a massive transition of areas for open space, agriculture, and natural ecosystems to the built environment. Urban 
development has led to real-estate pressure and mixed-use development that challenges the rural identity and agricultural 
activity of some areas in the landscape. These are faced with difficulties in co-existing with many types of land use. This 
land imbalance is worrying due to its impact on biodiversity. The loss and degradation of natural and working lands within 
the region has led to less potential for resilience in dealing with vulnerabilities to climate change (drought stress, risk of 
wildfires, floods, etc.). For example, in Santa Clara County, more than 132,000 residents currently live in flood-prone areas 
(FloodSAFE California 2013) and by 2035 demand for water will likely exceed available resources (SPUR, 2013).  

Santa Clara ValleyPlateau de Saclay
Location

The « Plateau de Saclay » refers to a small agricultural region, 
bounded by the valleys of Bièvre, Yvette and Mérantaise, 

located about 12 miles southwest of Paris.

Administration
The area is located at the intersection of the Departments of 

Essonne and Yvelines and at the crossroads of three  
inter-municipalities (Versailles Grand Parc, Communauté 

Paris-Saclay, Saint-Quentin-Yvelines).

Development 
Since the 1950s, several major urbanization projects (new 

towns, national interest project etc.) have increased the 
number of research institutes and companies. Today, the 

Paris-Saclay cluster is one of the metropolitan development 
projects of Greater Paris. It is managed by a state-owned 

developer, the Établissement Public d’Aménagement Paris-
Saclay (EPA).

Location
The Santa Clara Valley is located along the southern section 
of the San Francisco Bay Area, between two mountain ranges 
(the Santa Cruz Mountains to the west and the Diablo Range 
to the east).

Administration
Santa Clara is one of the 58 counties of the State of California 
(and has the highest population of counties in the Bay Area 
with 1.9 million inhabitants). It includes 15 municipalities, 
including San Jose and other cities that, together, are reco-
gnized as Silicon Valley, with its primary focus on high-tech 
industries.

Development 
Santa Clara County, once known as the “Valley of Heart’s 
Delight” was one of the most productive agricultural areas in 
the country with its internationally recognized fruit production 
and packing industries. Since 1984, the county has lost 45% of 
its arable land (21,171 acres). Despite this decrease, the agri-
cultural industry remains profitable with approximately 1000 
farms specializing in high value-added crops.

 · EPA Paris-Saclay, site officiel 
(consulté le 6 avril 2021), https://
www.epaps.fr/grands-formats/
zone-de-protection-naturelle-
agricole-et-forestiere/
 · FloodSAFE California, 2013. Cali-
fornia’s Flood Future : Recom-
mendations for Managing the 
State’s Flood Risk. Department 
of Water Resources, Sacramento, 
CA. https://cawaterlibrary.net/
wp-content/uploads/2017/05/
California_Flood_Future.pdf
 · Santa Clara Valley Open Space 
Authority, County of Santa Clara, 
“Santa Clara Valley Agricultural 
plan: Investing in our working 
lands for regional resilience”, 
January 2018.
 · SPUR Report « Future-Proof Wa-
ter : Where the Bay Area should 
get its water in the 21st Century”, 
San Francisco, 03/2013.
 · Terre et Cité, Rapport de l’éva-
luation du programme LEADER, 
2019.
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Santa Clara valleyPlateau de Saclay 
Agricultural Area 

The Saclay plateau is part of a patchwork of agricultural areas 
that used to form a greenbelt around Paris. Locally, several 

non-profit organizations, such as Terre et Cité, have been 
created to ensure coordinated management of the challenges 
of peri-urban natural and agricultural spaces. The Local Food 

System Program that they have set up (the perimeter of which 
is currently being extended) makes it possible to create a fo-

rum for discussion and a joint project between these different 
agricultural areas.

Characteristics
The Plateau de Saclay comprises about fifteen farms grouped 

together on 6,523 acres. Like the Paris region (known as the 
Ile-de-France region), the agricultural landscape is characte-
rized by plots of large-scale cereal and oil-seed and legumi-

nous protein crops such as beans or lentils (half of the farms). 
Nevertheless, it is characterized by yields that are sometimes 

twice as high as the national or European averages. This 
fertility is the result of the excellent water holding capacity of 
the soil and an ancient and ingenious drainage system dating 
back to the reign of Louis XIV. Most farms have now initiated 

several measures to diversify (dairy, livestock, bakery, eco-pas-
ture, aromatic herbs, etc.), to support the development of local 

distribution channels, but also to consider changes in practices 
and production systems (conversion to organic farming, plan-

ting of hedges, adaptation to climate change, etc.).

Conservation Policy 
Since 2001, the non-profit organization Terre et Cité has been 

monitoring and promoting open space issues on the Saclay 
plateau. It operates within 4 groups (farmers, elected offi-

cials, other organizations, and civil society) which allows the 
different actors in the area to gather and get involved. This 

monitoring is also carried out in partnership with the European 
Union (LEADER funding), local authorities such as a regional 

‘agri-urban’ program, and other local entities, as well as other 
specialized organizations.

Focus on ZPNAF 
The Zone de Protection Naturelle, Agricole et Forestière 

(ZPNAF) is a land management tool set up by the Greater 
Paris Act of June 3, 2010. It is designed to protect 10,168 acres 

of natural, agricultural and forest land on the Saclay plateau 
(including 6,101 acres of agricultural land). The map of ease-
ments is associated with an action plan that aims to ensure 

cross-sectoral exchanges between stakeholders and to deve-
lop collaborative activities.

Agricultural Area  
The Santa Clara Valley Agricultural Resource Area (ARA) is a 
large agricultural area in the southern part of the county iden-
tified  by the Santa Clara Valley Agricultural Plan. On a more 
refined scale, this ARA is made up of several small agricultural 
areas, each with its own characteristics (Live Oak orchards, 
Coyote Valley grain and forage crops, etc.).

Characteristics
The parcel pattern is predominantly fragmented into a mix of 
arable and urban land use types. Approximately 51% of Santa 
Clara Valley farmland consists of parcels of 10 acres or less 
and 92% have less than $250,000 in sales per year.

Conservation Policy 
The Santa Clara Valley Open Space Authority (Authority) is an 
independent special district that ensures the preservation of 
open spaces. Its operation is comparable to that of a French 
“syndicat mixte” and two thirds of its budget is provided by 
the collection of a local property tax. Since 1993, the Authority 
has protected over 28,000 acres  through property purchase 
and implementation of conservation easements, as well as 
through partnerships with other organizations (such as park 
development, for example).

Focus on Coyote Valley  
The larger 17,200-acre area (1.7 times the area of the ZPNAF, 
the protected area in Saclay) was designated in 2019 by the 
California government as a landscape of statewide significance 
(Coyote Valley Conservation Program, CVCP, Assembly Bill 948, 
Kalra). This area includes 7,400 acres of valley “floor”, which is 
comprised primarily of farmland and mixed-use development, 
and serves as the focal point for ongoing conservation and 
restoration efforts by the Authority.


